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The determinants of the boundary-spanning functions of Japanese 
self-initiated expatriates in Japanese subsidiaries in China: 
Individual skills and human resource management 
 
Abstract: 
Self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) who work for a subsidiary of a multinational enterprise 
from their country of origin and hence are familiar with both countries’ language and 
culture can be expected to act as boundary-spanners between the assigned expatriates sent 
from the parent country and host country nationals, and between the headquarters and the 
subsidiary. We develop a new model of boundary-spanning that encompasses both 
individual and organizational antecedents and validate the model using survey data from 
Japanese-affiliated companies in China. We find that familiarity with Chinese language 
and culture and the potential dual allegiance of SIEs contribute to enhancing their 
boundary-spanning behavior. We also find that relationships of trust among the parties 
concerned (social capital) and global career opportunities for such self-initiated 
expatriates (geocentric staffing) have positive influences on their dual allegiance. Finally, 
normative and systems integration of human resource management are associated with 




Self-initiated expatriates, boundary-spanning functions, social capital, geocentric staffing, 






Multinational enterprises (MNEs) are seeking new human resource management (HRM) 
alternatives to assigning parent country expatriates (PCNs) or host country nationals 
(HCNs) to run their foreign subsidiaries. Assigned expatriates understand headquarters 
but are expensive and know little of the host context: HCNs are cheaper but understand 
little about headquarters objectives or systems of working. In attempts to maintain the 
advantages of PCNs while reducing their disadvantages (Collings and Isichei, 2018; 
Collings et al., 2007), MNEs have begun to use self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) (Andresen 
et al., 2012; Vaiman and Haslberger, 2013). If they are from the home country then they 
have some of the advantages of assigned expatriates, but at much less cost, and they will 
know more about the host country. They are thus in a position to act as boundary-spanners.     
 
SIEs are defined as individuals who decide on their own initiative to live and work in 
foreign countries (Suutari and Brewster, 2000). For MNEs, SIEs in their overseas 
subsidiaries are locally hired and many of them share their nationality with the 
organization that hires them. Thus, for example, Japanese SIEs often find themselves 
working for Japanese MNEs. Although they are hired as locals, and therefore are much 
cheaper than assigned expatriates, such employees can be expected to act as boundary-
spanners between assigned expatriates from the parent country and local staff as well as 
between the headquarters and the subsidiary because of their familiarity with both 
countries’ language and culture (Harzing et al., 2011).  
 
We explore both individual and organizational factors that contribute to these boundary-
spanning roles, using the example of Japanese SIEs in Japanese-affiliated companies in 
China – the country where Japanese MNEs have the largest number of overseas 
subsidiaries. While there have been studies of Western expatriates in China (e. g., Selmer, 
2006; Wang and Nayir, 2006), there has been comparatively little on Japanese expatriates 
there (though see Gamble, 2010), and even less on Japanese self-initiated expatriates. The 
studies there have been of Japanese SIEs have analyzed them mainly from the perspective 
of the individual, examining such issues as motivation to expatriate, life-styles and values, 
and gender-related problems (Sakai, 2004; Thang et al., 2006) rather than an 
organizational perspective. We add to this limited management literature on Japanese 
SIEs by addressing both the individual and organizational antecedents of effective 
boundary-spanning.  
 
The article takes the following form. First, we review relevant literature on self-initiated 
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expatriates, boundary-spanning, and global mindsets or dual allegiance, and discuss the 
SIEs’ potential value as boundary-spanners, as well as the importance of both individual 
skill-sets and organizational human resource management policies to enhance the 
boundary-spanning functions of SIEs. From that review, we develop hypotheses and a 
model of the antecedents of their boundary-spanning roles. Then, we explain our 
methodology and present our findings. Finally, we draw out the implications of the 




2. Self-initiated expatriates as boundary-spanners 
2. 1. SIEs as an IHRM option 
Studies of international human resource management in multinational enterprises have 
centered on issues concerning the expatriation of parent country nationals or assigned 
expatriates versus the development and utilization of host country nationals (Harzing and 
Pinnington, 2011; Martin and Bartolk, 2003; Rui and Shipman, 2017; Stahl et al., 2012). 
Although successful management of assigned expatriates makes positive contributions to 
organizational objectives, there are also drawbacks: Chief among these is the cost. AEs 
are very expensive (Bonache and Pla-Barber, 2005; Bonache and Stirpe, 2012). They may 
also have difficulties in adapting themselves to their new environment. Family adjustment, 
dual-career issues, or education for children can be troublesome as well (Haslberger and 
Brewster, 2008; Lazavora et al., 2010). Moreover, the reintegration of former expatriates 
at the end of their global assignment cycle can also be problematic (Kraimer et al. 2016).  
 
The obvious alternative, relying on local managers and specialists, (‘localization’), also 
involves potential problems, such as a possible lack of capability and of global 
perspectives on the part of local managers, and difficulties in coordination and 
communication between the headquarters and overseas subsidiaries (Collings et al., 2007). 
Consequently, companies may have to invest a lot of money and time in the development 
of such local employees, which could offset any advantages in costs. And these locals, 
having increased their value, are more likely to leave the company and move to a 
competitor (Khatri et al., 2001; Selmer, 2004; Tymon et al., 2010). 
 
In the circumstances, MNEs are becoming increasingly aware of other options (Collings 
and Isichei, 2018; Harvey et al., 2011). In particular, the hiring of self-initiated expatriates 
from the home country who are already in the host country, is increasingly seen as a useful 
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‘third way’ beyond the assigned expatriate/ host country national dichotomy (Andresen 
et al., 2012; Vaiman and Haslberger, 2013).  
 
Parent country nationals working as SIEs in the foreign country can be hired into the 
overseas subsidiary of an MNE as ‘local staff’, so they are considerably cheaper than AEs. 
In addition, they are more likely to be internationally oriented and to stay significantly 
longer in the host country on average (Doherty et al., 2011; Suutari et al., 2018), though 
their motives for working abroad are diffuse: a desire for international experience, 
attractive job conditions, family ties, and poor labor markets in their home countries 
(Doherty et al., 2011; Froese, 2012). Some of them may also be bilingual/ bicultural 
persons who are proficient in more than one language and have internalized more than 
one cultural schema (Furusawa and Brewster, 2015; Harzing et al., 2011). SIEs tend to be 
more motivated to interact with host country nationals, and to understand the local culture 
(Mäkelä and Suutari, 2013; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2012). For instance, research in Japan 
shows that SIEs spend longer in the country and are more fluent in Japanese than AEs, 
which is related to significant differences in cross cultural adjustment between the two 
groups (Peltokopi and Froese, 2012). By contrast, the pre-determined length of an AEs’ 
assignment negatively affects their motivation to learn the host country’s language and 
culture (Hippler et al., 2015; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2012). According to a survey by the 
Japan Institute of Labour (2003), 94.6% of the predetermined assignment period for 
Japanese AEs fall within the 3 - 5 years’ range. They are sent abroad and repatriated to 
Japan as a part of the company-wide rotation programs. So SIEs are likely to have more 
potential for being bilingual and bicultural than AEs.  
 
 
2. 2. Boundary-spanners in MNEs 
Overseas subsidiaries of MNEs are embedded in local host country contexts that differ 
from those of their home country. At the same time, they are also embedded in their global 
corporate networks. Such ‘dual embeddedness’ creates complex and implicit boundaries 
inside the company due to geographical, institutional, cultural, and linguistic diversity 
(Schotter et al., 2017): MNEs have been described as bundles of different types of 
boundaries (Carlile, 2004: 566). Boundaries bring about both division and identification 
which could lead to an ‘us and them’ or ‘in-group and out-group’ mentality (Schotter et 
al., 2017: 407). It is critical for MNEs to navigate their internal boundaries or cross-
cultural interfaces in order to benefit from their ‘multi-nationality’ (Barner-Rasmussen et 




In general, language and culture, which are interrelated, are key sources of friction for the 
management of MNEs (Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014; Brannen, 2004). So, MNEs 
require boundary-spanning employees (Kane and Levina, 2017; Schotter and Abdelzaher, 
2013). Boundary-spanners are defined as individuals who are perceived by other 
members of both their own in-group and/ or relevant out-groups to engage in and facilitate 
significant interactions between the two groups (Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014: 887). 
Birkinshaw et al. (2017: 424) define boundary-spanning as a specialized function that 
seeks opportunities to mediate the flow of information between relevant actors in an 
organizational unit and its task environment. Specifically, Schotter et al. (2017: 404) 
recognize boundary-spanning in MNEs as a set of communication and coordination 
activities performed by individuals within an organization to integrate activities across 
multiple cultural, institutional and organizational contexts. They propose ‘a rubber band 
model’ where boundary-spanners, like rubber bands, connect two organizational subunits 
while providing enough flexibility to independently respond to diverse forces when 
necessary. Roberts and Beamish (2017: 512) also insist that the goal of global boundary-
spanning is to help organizational members progressively learn from foreign knowledge 
practices and engage in meaningful ways with foreign stakeholders. They develop ‘a 
scaffolding model’ of boundary-spanning which frames the cognitive, relational, and 
material supports that boundary-spanners enact so that organizational members engage in 
practices that allow for the awareness, capacity building, and commitment to adoption of 
foreign practices. In short, boundary-spanners are a means of improving linkages 
(Schotter and Beamish, 2011: 253). 
 
Boundary-spanners are more valuable for MNEs from homogeneous societies such as 
Japan (Fernandez and Barr, 1993; Yoshino, 1976), as illustrated by Okamoto and Teo 
(2012): Their survey of Japanese-affiliated companies in Australia shows that Japanese 
SIEs, who are familiar with the cultures of both Japan and Australia through their 
experience of living and working in those countries, assist communication between 
assigned expatriates and host country nationals by playing the role of ‘cultural mediators’.  
 
These boundary-spanning functions are even more important for Japanese subsidiaries in 
China, where 45% of the total Japanese-affiliated companies in foreign countries are 
located (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2017), as numerous studies (e.g., Kosonen 
et al., 2012; Taura, 2005) report significant HRM challenges there. The communication 
gap between Japanese AEs and host country nationals is a serious issue because of 
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differences in cultural schemas (Taura, 2005). In addition, Japanese subsidiaries have 
been suffering from a weak identification with the enterprise and a high turn-over rate 
among Chinese employees which could be related to their work culture or values (Hong 
et al., 2006; Kosonen et al., 2012; Taura, 2005). From the other perspective, the Chinese 
business environment, influenced by the Chinese language, culture, and political system, 
is as difficult to comprehend for Japanese assigned expatriates living there for a short 
time, as it is for Western expatriates (Murray and Fu, 2016; Varma et al., 2011). Perhaps 
consequently, the levels of cross-cultural adjustment and job performance of Japanese 
AEs in China are relatively lower than those of Japanese expatriates in other countries 
(Furusawa and Brewster, 2016). So Japanese subsidiaries in China face HRM challenges 
for both Chinese staff and Japanese AEs. Boundary-spanners may ameliorate these 
problems. 
 
2. 3. Hypotheses development 
The familiarity of home country SIEs with the language and culture of both parent and 
host countries is likely to make them ideal bridge persons or boundary-spanners (Harzing 
et al., 2011). Their linguistic and cultural skills are important sources of common 
cognitive ground and thus contribute to a better understanding of the codes of conduct, 
systems of meaning, and knowledge base of others, and are significantly associated with 
the extent to which individual employees perform boundary-spanning functions of 
exchanging, linking, facilitating, and intervening (Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014: 888-
889). So bilingual and bicultural SIEs might be expected to act as boundary-spanners. 
Hence, our first hypothesis.  
Hypothesis 1: Familiarity with local language and culture enhances the 
boundary-spanning functions of SIEs.  
 
However, not every bilingual and bicultural individual will be equally effective as a 
boundary-spanner (Schotter et al., 2017: 413). The management of MNEs is filled with 
complexity and contradictions which arise from cultural diversity and strategic dilemmas 
such as local responsiveness versus global integration and representing the multiple, 
sometimes contradictory, interests of diverse group can be stressful (Kane and Levina, 
2017: 543). Home country SIEs playing boundary-spanning roles may experience role 
conflict, due to their multiple and conflicting activities which could be related to their 
own dual embeddedness in the contexts of both parent and host countries (Vora et al., 
2007). Such role conflict may be ameliorated by organizational policies, as Schotter et al. 
(2017) argue: The characteristics of the individual actors and the organizational context 
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determine both the nature of boundary spanning actions and its effectiveness. To date, 
however, the literature has not clearly indicated how we can understand the organizational 
(or human resource management) factors that would enhance SIEs’ boundary-spanning 
roles. We aim to address this research gap by developing an integrative model of 
antecedents to the boundary-spanning behavior of SIEs from both individual and 
organizational perspectives.  
 
The complexity and contradictions embedded in MNEs cannot be resolved by structure 
but need to be built into employees’ way of thinking (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989; Evans, 
1992; Kedia and Mukherji, 1999). It has been argued that a ‘global mindset’ is required 
to span MNE boundaries successfully. A global mindset is a state of mind or ‘way of 
being’, rather than a set of skills, that predisposes individuals to deal constructively with 
competing local versus global priorities rather than advocating one dimension at the 
expense of the other (Arora et al., 2004; Evans et al., 2002, 2010). Gupta and 
Govindarajan (2002) define a global mindset as comprising high differentiation and high 
integration combined with an openness to diversity across cultures and markets, with a 
propensity and ability to synthesize across this diversity. There are different, though 
complementary, perspectives on the concept of global mindset (Evans et al., 2002): 
Psychological, focused on the development of managers (Levy et al., 2007; Scullion and 
Collings, 2006); and Strategic, taking an organizational viewpoint and concerned with 
balancing local responsiveness and global integration (Evans et al., 2010). Individuals 
with the highest levels of global mindset are able to bridge boundaries (Levy et al., 2007; 
Vora et al., 2007). There is, however, much debate about the precise nature of a global 
mindset and whether and how it can be measured (Bucker and Poutsma, 2010; Levy, et 
al., 2007) so we use the strategic notion of global mindset or dual allegiance to home head 
office and subsidiary, and hypothesize: 
Hypothesis 2: A dual allegiance enhances the boundary-spanning functions of 
SIEs.  
 
Dual allegiance is only likely to occur in two contexts. One is where there is a 
‘relationship of trust’ among the parties concerned. Trust is at the core of the relational 
dimension of social capital, a major component of dual allegiance (Javidan and Teagarden, 
2011). Trust is a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based 
upon positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another (Rousseau et al., 1998: 
395). As trust reduces uncertainty and enhances cooperation and openness of 
communication, it is an important predictor of the general effectiveness of the relationship 
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(Gillespie and Mann, 2004). Therefore, social capital or a trusting relationship could be 
expected to serve as a horizontal coordination mechanism when SIEs attempt to span 
boundaries at MNEs from the perspective of total optimization. Hayashi (1985, 1994) 
emphasizes that people have to acquire legitimacy as a trustworthy participant from at 
least one group of members of each of the two countries in order to help nurture mutual 
understanding in the foreign subsidiaries of MNEs by ‘culturally translating’ the 
information, knowledge, and values exchanged across the two cultures.  
 
The other necessary context is ‘global career opportunities’ for SIEs. International 
assignments give people a chance to broaden their horizons and appreciate diversity, 
while developing the network of weak ties that constitute the nervous system of the firm 
(Evans et al., 2002). If the global career opportunities for SIEs are limited, they may not 
be motivated to develop a dual allegiance to the local and the global. Research indicates 
that SIEs are often, because of status differences, in a less beneficial organizational career 
situation than AEs, may be underemployed and feel their psychological contract is not 
positive (Doherty and Dickmann, 2012, 2013; Lee, 2005; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2012). 
Any resulting lack of dual allegiance makes it more likely that overseas subsidiaries 
behave as a medley of stand-alone companies, undermining the worldwide learning 
capability of the MNE (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989, 1995; Furusawa, 2014). Accordingly, 
we argue that: 
Hypothesis 3: Relationships of trust and global career opportunities contribute 
to the dual allegiance of SIEs. 
 
In relation to trust and global career opportunities, an empirical survey of Japanese MNEs 
by Furusawa et al. (2016) suggests that practices of normative and systems integration 
are associated with increasing levels of social capital and geocentric staffing respectively. 
Normative integration refers to worldwide socialization by disseminating a global 
corporate philosophy throughout the company. Globally shared values can be expected to 
encourage the trust that is essential for effective lateral coordination and to act as a 
‘psychological glue’ to bind different persons together in MNEs (Evans et al., 2010; 
Gillespie and Mann, 2004). Normative integration requires recruitment and selection, 
induction and training programs to be based on a clear corporate philosophy or set of 
values, selective promotion of individuals who have internalized the core values of the 
organization, corporate ceremonies and symbols, and so on (Evans et al., 2010; Furusawa, 
2008). Regular employee opinion surveys such as the ‘global credo survey’ at Johnson & 
Johnson can be utilized to check and ensure the dissemination of the corporate philosophy 
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(Furusawa, 2008). Expatriation, global project teams or task forces, overseas business 
trips and face-to-face communication with the executives of the headquarters can also be 
effective tools for promoting the process of transnational socialization through informal 
human networks (Fang et al., 2010; Mäkelä and Brewster, 2009; Yagi and Kleinberg, 
2011).  
 
Systems integration involves globally integrated HRM systems (Furusawa, 2014; 
Furusawa et al., 2016). The fundamental advantage of multinational companies over 
domestic ones lies in the international availability of capable human resources (Evans et 
al., 2010; Thomas & Lazarova, 2014). These advantageous, geocentric (Perlmutter, 1969) 
or transnational (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989, 1995), orientations assume situations 
wherein ideas are exchanged, and human resources are utilized, across borders to create 
and diffuse innovation and knowledge on a global basis. In attempts to develop these 
organizational capabilities, global headquarters implement systems to make the best use 
of their competent employees around the world. The consistency of HRM practices across 
the globe brought about by systems integration creates cross-border equity and 
comparability, and alignment of systems internationally to facilitate an internal labor 
market with global career opportunities for local employees, including SIEs (Farndale et 
al., 2008). Systems integration encompasses globally standardised systems of job grades, 
personnel appraisals, and compensation (Furusawa, 2008; Hanada, 1988), global HRM 
databases (Doz et al., 2001) and global talent management and succession planning 
programs (Scullion and Collings, 2006), uniform measures of global competency or 
leadership, clearly indicated career paths for high-potentials, and global job-posting 
systems. Hence, we propose two further hypotheses: 
Hypothesis 4: There is a positive association between practices for normative 
integration in international HRM and relationships of trust between SIEs, local 
employees, and headquarters. 
Hypothesis 5: There is a positive association between practices for systems 
integration in international HRM and global career opportunities for SIEs. 
 






3. 1. Sample 
Our evidence is drawn from subsidiaries of Japanese MNEs in China. Our sample is 
drawn from the corporate clients of Lead-S Corporation, one of the largest Japanese-
affiliated human resource consultancies operating in the region of Shanghai and the 
surrounding Jiangsu Province in China. Given the regional variations in the Chinese 
business environment and labor market (Teng et al., 2017), we narrowed down the target 
area of our research to this region, which is the hottest investment spot for Japanese 
multinationals. By doing so, we aimed to minimize the regional effects on the results of 
our research.  
 
The questionnaire, prepared in Japanese, was emailed to the top subsidiary managers in 
our target group and an assigned Japanese expatriate executive answered it in each 
company. Respondents returned their completed questionnaires directly to us. The 
majority of the respondents are the Presidents of the Chinese subsidiary. Responses were 
obtained from 188 different subsidiaries. Lead-S Corporation were unwilling to provide 
a full list of their clients, so we cannot calculate response rates, though the company 
suggested that the responses cover some 15% of their corporate clients. Nearly 73% of 
them were in manufacturing, and 87% were wholly-owned subsidiaries of Japanese 
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companies. 81% of the parent companies of respondents were categorized as ‘large 
company’ by the standards of the Companies Act in Japan, which means they mostly 
represent a cohort of leading Japanese MNEs.  
 
Fifty (27%) of the respondents employ Japanese self-initiated expatriates. The ratio in 
non-manufacturing companies was higher than that in manufacturing businesses (43% vs. 
20%: 0.1% level of significance), perhaps because of the fact that 70% of the respondents 
have Japanese-affiliates and/ or Japanese individuals in China as their major customers, 
and the general perception that non-manufacturing businesses are more dependent on 
human resources and require subtler or more complicated communication skills than 
manufacturing. 
 
3. 2. Measures 
To test our hypotheses, we asked our 50 respondents employing Japanese SIEs about the 
following issues. All the questions used a 5-point Likert scale.  
 
With regard to Chinese language proficiency, familiarity with Chinese culture, dual 
allegiance, boundary-spanning functions, and trust of Japanese SIEs, we asked the 
companies to evaluate each SIE individually. Where they employed four or more SIEs, 
they were requested to select ‘a maximum of three’ of them in the highest positions (or 
where they were in equivalent positions, to select them according to length of service). 
We collected the evaluations of 91 Japanese SIEs which cover 57% of the total Japanese 
SIEs employed. Their fluency in Chinese was evaluated from the facets of speaking, 
reading, and writing (5=capable without any problems, 4=mostly fluent, 3=a little bit, 
2=hardly at all, 1=not at all). Respondents (AEs) self-reported their own Chinese 
language proficiency using the same scale. Familiarity with Chinese culture was 
operationalized by asking how much each SIE supports the cross-cultural adjustment of 
Japanese assigned expatriates in a business setting and in daily living (5=exactly correct, 
4=correct, if anything, 3=unsure, 2=incorrect, if anything, 1=entirely incorrect). To check 
dual allegiance, we asked whether the respondents thought each Japanese SIE thinks and 
behaves with a perspective of total optimization based on the global business strategy. To 
test the boundary-spanning functions of Japanese SIEs, we focused on the two major 
cross-cultural interfaces which could be influenced by individual skills and/ or human 
resource management: The interface between Japanese assigned expatriates and Chinese 
staff in the Chinese subsidiary, and that between the Japanese-affiliates in China and the 
headquarters in Japan. Respondents were asked about the extent to which each SIE acts 
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as a bridge between Japanese AEs and Chinese employees as well as between the Chinese 
operation and the headquarters in Japan. Concerning trust, we asked about the relations 
between Japanese SIEs and Japanese AEs, Chinese staff, and the headquarters in Japan.  
 
For global career opportunities, we asked respondents about the international transfer 
opportunities for SIEs, namely the chances of being given assigned expatriate status or 
permanent transfer to the headquarters, temporary transfer to the headquarters, and 
permanent or temporary transfer to other affiliates abroad or in China.  
 
Practices for normative integration and systems integration were operationalized through 
eight questions for each by adapting Furusawa et al. (2016), inquiring about the extent to 
which the company used each practice. So for normative integration, we asked about 
means of disseminating the corporate philosophy to Japanese SIEs, examining the use of 
measures such as recognition and corporate events, recruitment and selection, induction 
and training, personnel evaluation, business trips to Japan, meetings with executives from 
the headquarters, employee satisfaction and/ or corporate culture surveys, and temporary 
reverse-transfer to the headquarters and/ or participation in cross-border projects. For 
systems integration, we explored the degrees of standardization in compensation systems, 
personnel appraisals, job grades, and competency and/ or leadership models, and we also 
asked about practices like succession planning and/ or talent management, clearly 
indicated career paths for SIEs, global sharing of HRM information about SIEs, and 
global job-posting.  
 
Multiple regression analyses were applied to test the hypotheses. We initially tried 
structural equation modelling. However, almost certainly as a result of the small sample 
size in comparison with the number of constructs in our model, the indicators of 
goodness-of-fit were not strong. It seemed incorrect for us to manipulate our constructs 
in order to achieve fit. We therefore judged that multiple regression analysis is best suited 
for verifying the hypotheses, despite the danger that the method involves potential risk of 
ignoring indirect effects of variables and failing to control for endogeneity issues. The 
analyses gave us robust results and all VIF scores were well below 2.00 suggesting that 
multicollinearity was not a major problem in our study.  
 
3.3 Follow-up interview survey 
To enrich and triangulate our data, we carried out qualitative interviews with Japanese 
AEs and SIEs in Japanese-affiliated companies in China. The interviewees were selected 
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from the respondents of our questionnaire survey in consideration of balance of type of 
business, type of ownership, gender, and position. There were 16 informants in total 
(AEs=8; SIEs=8). Each meeting lasted 1 to 2 hours and took the form of a semi-structured 
interview. The qualitative data was categorized and processed by using the KJ (Kawakita 
Jiro)-method.  
 
The interviews tended to confirm the results of the survey, and comments from the 
interviewees enable us to enrich and triangulate the quantitative data with statements from 
those involved. Interviews were carried out in Japanese: The comments below have been 
translated into English by the first-named author. Due to the anonymity agreed with our 




4. 1. Descriptive statistics 
Table 1 shows the linguistic proficiency in Chinese of Japanese assigned expatriates 
(AEs) and self-initiated expatriates (SIEs). The mean scores of SIEs were significantly 
higher than those of the AEs in all three aspects of Chinese fluency at the 0.1% 
significance level. 
 
Table 1: Chinese language proficiency of Japanese AEs and SIEs  
 Japanese AEs Japanese SIEs t-value 
①Speaking 3.18 4.07 -5.677*** 
②Reading 3.27 4.10 -5.612*** 
③Writing 2.94 3.71 -4.732*** 
Notes. Scores in the table are the means of answers on 5-point Likert-scales (5=capable 
without any problems, 4=mostly fluent, 3=a little bit, 2=hardly at all, 1=not at all).  
***: p<0.001. 
 
The mean values of SIEs’ familiarity with Chinese culture operationalized by their 
support for cross cultural adjustment of AEs in the business setting and daily living were 
2.68 and 2.44 respectively. The average score of their dual allegiance was 3.11. In regard 
to the boundary-spanning functions of Japanese SIEs, the mean score of ‘a bridge person 
between Japanese AEs and Chinese staff’ was 3.33 whereas that of ‘a bridge person 




Table 2: Familiarity with Chinese culture, dual allegiance, and boundary-spanning functions 
 Total SD 
Familiarity with Chinese culture 
①Japanese SIEs support cross-cultural adjustment of Japanese AEs 
in business settings. 
2.68 1.29 
②Japanese SIEs support cross-cultural adjustment of Japanese AEs 
in daily living.  
2.44 1.21 
Dual allegiance 
①Japanese SIEs think and behave with the perspective of total 
optimization based on the global business strategy of the 
headquarters in Japan. 
3.11 1.09 
Boundary-spanning functions 
①Japanese self-initiated expatriates contribute as a bridge person 
between cultures (languages and mindset) of Japanese assigned 
expatriates and Chinese employees. 
3.33 1.25 
②Japanese self-initiated expatriates contribute as a bridge person 
between the local operation and the headquarters in Japan. 
3.03 1.37 
Notes. Scores in the table are the means of answers on 5-point Likert-scales (5=exactly correct, 
4=correct, if anything, 3=unsure, 2=incorrect, if anything, 1=entirely incorrect). 
 
Our descriptive statistics also show that Japanese SIEs, on the whole, seem to build a 
relationship of trust with Japanese AEs, Chinese employees, and the headquarters in 
Japan. The mean scores were 4.24, 3.98, and 3.45 respectively. By contrast, all the means 
for global career opportunities were below 2.00 (Table 3). 
 
Table 3: Relationship of trust and global career opportunities 
 Total SD 
Relationship of trust  
①Japanese SIEs build a relationship of trust with Japanese AEs. 4.24 0.74 
②Japanese SIEs build a relationship of trust with Chinese 
employees. 
3.98 0.73 
③Japanese SIEs build a relationship of trust with the headquarters 
in Japan. 
3.45 1.15 
Global career opportunities  
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①Expatriate status is often given to Japanese SIEs or they are often 
transferred permanently to the headquarters in Japan. 
1.86 1.06 
②Japanese SIEs are often transferred temporarily to the 
headquarters in Japan. 
1.57 0.79 
③Japanese SIEs are often transferred permanently or temporarily to 
other affiliates abroad or those in China. 
1.61 0.89 
Notes. Scores in the table are the means of answers on 5-point Likert-scales (5=exactly correct, 
4=correct, if anything, 3=unsure, 2=incorrect, if anything, 1=entirely incorrect). 
 
The highest mean in practices for normative integration was ‘Japanese SIEs are invited 
to attend meetings and/ or events with the executives from the headquarters when they 
visit China’ (3.65) followed by ‘there is a recognition program and/ or in-house events 
which reflect our corporate philosophy’ (3.51) and ‘when hiring Japanese SIEs locally, a 
recruitment policy is in place that includes the candidates’ compatibility with our 
corporate philosophy (potential to accept our corporate philosophy) within the hiring 
criteria’ (3.37). In contrast, all the mean scores of practices for systems integration were 
below 2.50 – scores for a standardized compensation system, personnel appraisals, and 
job grades were all below 2.00 (Table 4).  
 
Table 4: Practices for normative and systems integration 
Normative integration Total SD Systems integration Total SD 
①There is a recognition program and/ or in-
house events which reflect our corporate 
philosophy. 
3.51 1.16 
①There are programs or systems such 
as succession planning and/ or talent 
management in place to list competent 
Japanese SIEs at the headquarters in 
Japan to develop and utilize them as 
the future candidates for executive 
positions.  
2.35 1.28 
②When hiring Japanese SIEs locally, such 
recruitment policy is in place that includes the 
candidates’ compatibility with our corporate 
philosophy (potentials to accept our corporate 
philosophy) within the hiring criteria.   
3.37 1.13 
②The career path is clearly presented 




③The training program of our corporate 
philosophy is implemented for Japanese SIEs.  
3.14 1.28 
③The personnel information (e.g., the 
results of personnel evaluation) of 
Japanese SIEs is shared with the 
headquarters in Japan. 
2.12 1.27 
④Such personnel evaluation policy is in 
place that incorporates the embodiment of our 
corporate philosophy (the way of thinking and 
behavior based on our corporate philosophy) 
as a criterion to evaluate Japanese SIEs. 
3.02 1.13 
④There is an in-house global job-
posting system in place which allows 
Japanese SIEs to apply. 1.49 0.82 
⑤Japanese SIEs are given opportunities to go 
on a business trip to Japan to get in touch with 
key persons at the headquarters in Japan. 
3.18 1.25 
⑤The compensation system is 
standardized worldwide. 1.38 0.73 
⑥Japanese SIEs are invited to attend 
meetings and/ or events with the executives 
from the headquarters when they visit China. 
3.65 1.20 
⑥The personnel evaluation system is 
standardized worldwide. 1.61 0.89 
⑦The level of infiltration of our corporate 
philosophy among Japanese SIEs is checked 
through regular employee satisfaction and/ or 
corporate culture surveys. 
2.41 1.19 
⑦The grading system such as ability-
based grade system or job grade 
system for employees is standardized 
worldwide. 
1.57 0.87 
⑧Japanese SIEs are encouraged to 
understand our corporate philosophy from 
experiences such as temporary reverse-
transfer to the headquarters in Japan and/ or 
participation in cross-border projects. 
2.35 1.18 
⑧There are globally integrated 
competency and/ or leadership models 
in place.   2.02 1.23 
Notes. Scores in the table are the means of answers on 5-point Likert-scales (5=exactly correct, 
4=correct, if anything, 3=unsure, 2=incorrect, if anything, 1=entirely incorrect). 
 
4. 2. Multiple regression analyses and the follow-up interview survey results 
Multiple regression analyses were applied to test the hypothesesi. We controlled for the 
type of business (manufacturing vs. non-manufacturing), the type of ownership (wholly-
owned vs. joint venture), gender (male vs. female), and position (non-managerial vs. 
managerial) of SIEs. Among control variables, the type of ownership and gender were 
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related to the bridge between the local operation and the headquarters. As for independent 
variables, aggregated scores of three facets of ‛Chinese language proficiency’ (α=0.959) 
and those of ‛familiarity with Chinese culture’ (α=0.904) were positively related to ‛the 
bridge between Japanese AEs and Chinese employees’, though neither of the independent 
variables had a significant relationship with ‛the bridge between the Chinese subsidiary 
and the headquarters in Japan’ (Table 5). Hence, Hypothesis 1 was partially supported. 
 
Our follow-up interview survey of Japanese AEs and SIEs confirms that SIEs can 
contribute as a bridge between Japanese AEs and Chinese employees at Japanese-
affiliated companies in China. Mr. A (AE, mfg.) said: 
“The familiarity of our Japanese SIE manager with the Chinese language and 
culture is very valuable. He graduated from a university in China and his wife is 
Chinese. On the other hand, most Japanese AEs are not fluent in Chinese and 
stay in China only for 3-5 years. Under such circumstances, he supports cross-
cultural adjustment of AEs and acts as a boundary-spanner between AEs and 
local staff.”   
 
Mr. B (AE, mfg.) also recognized the value of Japanese SIEs: 
“The headquarters in Japan do not necessarily dispatch Japanese AEs to China 
as Chinese business professionals. They usually work in China only for 3-5 years 
as a part of the company-wide rotation program. In contrast, our SIEs are more 
likely to stay longer in China and be fluent in Chinese. Therefore, they can play 
the role of bridge between Japanese AEs and Chinese employees.” 
 
Mr. C (SIE, mfg.) related the issue to high context communication style of Japanese 
people:  
“Japanese-speaking Chinese employees can translate the words but cannot 
understand the delicate nuances of the orders from Japanese AEs. My strength is 
that I can ‘read the air’ as a native Japanese and then I communicate the details 
of the orders clearly to Chinese employees in Chinese. As I used to work as an 
AE at a Japanese-affiliated company in China and have been in China for more 
than 10 years, I am familiar with the work cultures of both Japan and China.”   
 
In a similar vein, Mr. D (SIE, non-mfg.) mentioned: 
“Japanese-style ‘tacit’ or ‘telepathic’ communication does not work in China. 
While Japanese AEs expect Chinese staff to learn from their behavior, the local 
18 
 
employees need more clear and concrete instructions from their Japanese bosses.    
As these communication problems arise in our daily operations very often, I 
coordinate the relations between the two groups and resolve the mutual 
misunderstanding as a bridge person.”  
 
Table 5: Determinants of boundary-spanning functions of Japanese SIEs 
 Bridge between 





the Chinese subsidiary and 




・Type of business 
(mfg.=0, non-mfg.=1) 
0.108 0.016 

















・Familiarity with Chinese culture 0.458*** 0.089 
・Dual allegiance 0.169* 0.482*** 
R2 0.615 0.435 
F 18.003*** 8.705*** 
***：p<0.001, **：p<0.01, *：p<0.05. 
 
In our multiple regression analyses, ‘dual allegiance’ was positively associated with both 
‛the bridge between Japanese AEs and Chinese employees’ and ‛the bridge between the 
Chinese subsidiary and the headquarters in Japan’ (Table 5). So, Hypothesis 2 was 
supported. 
 
Our interviews verified that dual allegiance is a key requirement for effective boundary 
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spanning functions, but also that spanning the boundaries in MNEs can be stressful and 
challenging. Mr. E (SIE, non-mfg.) explained his role as a boundary-spanner as follows: 
“My value at this company is playing the function of a mediator between 
Japanese AEs and Chinese staff, as well as between Chinese operation and the 
Japanese headquarters. The role can be executed because I always think and 
behave from the perspective of total optimization.”  
 
Mr. F (SIE, mfg.) emphasized the advantages of SIEs: 
“I think SIEs are potentially in a better position to develop a dual allegiance for 
boundary-spanning roles than AEs and HCNs. This is because SIEs are more 
likely to spend a longer time in the host country than AEs, whereas we (SIEs) 
share the same language and culture with the headquarters in Japan.”  
 
In contrast, Mr. G (SIE, non-mfg.) recalled bitter experiences as an SIE at his former 
workplace:  
“I was on the horns of a dilemma between Japanese AEs and Chinese staff. I 
could not deal with mutually contradictory requirements from both sides and had 
too much work on my hands. As a result, I felt stressed out and quit the job.” 
 
Similarly, Mr. H (AE, non-mfg.) recognized the hardships of SIEs: 
“Some SIEs find difficulty in developing and managing their subordinates 
[Chinese staff] because their boss [Japanese AE] leaves all the work to them. In 
some cases, SIEs are exploited by the company as utility low-cost Japanese 
employee. It might be difficult for such SIEs to develop a dual allegiance.” 
 
The statements above seem to suggest the importance of organizational context so that 
SIEs can foster a dual allegiance.  
 
To test hypotheses 3, 4 and 5, we first conducted factor analyses to group the items of 
normative and systems integration as well as those of relationships of trust and global 
career opportunities (for likelihood method and promax rotation: see appendix). For 
normative integration, we extracted two factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.00, 
explaining 65.9 % of total variance. The first factor (α=0.829), comprised of socialization 
practices – recruitment, training, personnel evaluation, recognition, and in-house 
corporate culture surveys (the ‛HRM cycle' approach) – and the second one (α=0.714), 
consisting of opportunities for face-to-face meetings with the headquarters executives, 
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we named the ‛interaction with HQ executives’ approach.  
 
Likewise, two clear factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.00 were extracted for systems 
integration, explaining 72.3 % of total variance. The first factor or ‛standardization’ 
approach (α=0.835) comprised practices which covered global-wide systems of 
compensation, evaluation, and job grades, whereas the second one or ‘career 
advancement opportunities’ approach (α=0.764) included measures on succession 
planning and/ or talent management, clearly-indicated career paths, and global job-
postings for SIEs. The situations on the relationship of trust and global career 
opportunities were consolidated into ‘social capital’ (α=0.711) and ‘geocentric staffing’ 
(α=0.569) respectively.   
 
In our statistical analyses, we tested the causal effects of relationships of trust/ global 
career opportunities on dual allegiance. As far as the control variables are concerned, the 
type of business, type of ownership, and position were related to the dependent variable 
(Table 6). As to independent variables, both ‛social capital’ (aggregated score of 
relationship of trust) and ‛geocentric staffing’ (aggregated score of global career 
opportunities) had positive influences on dual allegiance. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was 
supported. 
 
Our interviewees pointed out the lack of trusting relationships and career anxiety as 
serious obstacles to a dual allegiance. Mr. B (AE, mfg.) commented on the relations with 
Chinese staff: 
“When SIEs are expected to play the role of boundary-spanners, trusting 
relationships among the parties concerned are indispensable. However, as 
Japanese SIEs are usually paid higher than local staff, there could be a possibility 
of friction.” 
 
As for the relations with Japanese AEs, Mr. I (AE, non-mfg.) mentioned: 
“There seems to exist mutual distrust between Japanese AEs and SIEs in some 
Japanese-affiliates in China. In such companies, Japanese AEs look down on the 
SIEs, believing they are not loyal, whereas the SIEs are dissatisfied with the 
situations where they are requested to work as ‘Japanese’ managers, with much 
lower salaries than the ‘Japanese’ AEs. That is why it is difficult for SIEs to 




Regarding the career anxiety of SIEs, Mr. J (AE, mfg.) claimed:  
“We have to understand that SIEs are working with a large amount of anxiety, 
because their career prospects are not clear. More than that, there is no place for 
them to be repatriated to when the Chinese subsidiary is closed.”  
 
Mr. K (AE, non-mfg.) echoed the view and said: 
“In order for Japanese companies to develop and retain SIEs with a dual 
allegiance, we should alleviate SIEs’ anxiety and pressures by presenting clear 
and broad career opportunities to them.” 
 
Table 6: Relationship between social capital/ geocentric staffing and dual allegiance 
 Dual allegiance 
β 
Control variables 
・Type of business  
(mfg.=0, non-mfg.=1) 
-0.330*** 












・Geocentric staffing 0.276** 
R2 0.528 
F 14.899*** 
***：p<0.001, **：p<0.01, *：p<0.05. 
 
For Hypothesis 4, one of the control variables (gender) was associated with social capital 
(Table 7). As regards dependent variables, the first factor for normative integration (the 
‘HRM cycle’ approach) was positively associated with ‛trust with Japanese AEs’ and 
‛trust with Chinese employees’ at the 5 % significance level. We also found the second 
factor (‘interaction with HQ executives’ approach) had a positive influence on ‘trust with 
the headquarters in Japan’. More than that, both approaches were correlated with the 
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aggregated score of relationship of trust or ‘social capital’. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was 
supported.  
 
Our informants disclosed their measures to enhance normative integration. For example: 
“We are now committed to global-wide corporate philosophy training for local 
staff, including SIEs, in our overseas subsidiaries. The program consists of both 
Off-JT [off the job training] and On-JT [on the job training] so that the local 
employees can understand, embody, and diffuse our corporate philosophy. In 
addition, we dispatch SIE managers to global meetings held at the headquarters 
in Japan such as global HRM meetings and global marketing meetings where the 
managers concerned get together from all over the world. We believe such 
measures contribute to the nurturing of trusting relationships beyond 
nationalities and places of assignment” (Mr. B, AE, mfg.).  
 
“We have an annual world conference with an award for best practices in 
embodying our corporate philosophy. Managers around world, including SIEs, 
attend the conference and share the know-how and experiences, to enhance 
normative integration. We also conduct a global-wide corporate culture survey 
to check the dissemination of our corporate philosophy. And, when top 
executives of the headquarters visit a Chinese subsidiary, we intentionally set up 
a meeting where capable SIEs can communicate with them” (Mr. A, AE, mfg.). 
 
“Managers at Chinese subsidiaries have to understand global strategies of the 
headquarters and have strong human networks with the executives there. That is 
why we give SIE managers opportunities to go on a business trip to Japan and 
have a face-to-face meeting with the key persons from headquarters” (Mr. L, AE, 
non-mfg.) 
 
“Our company sends capable local staff (including Japanese SIEs) to the 
headquarters in Japan for training every year. Through the program, they can 
realize our global corporate philosophy, internalize our corporate culture, and 







Table 7: Relationship between normative integration and relationship of trust 





















・Type of business 
(mfg.=0, non-mfg.=1) 
0.205 -0.054 -0.069 0.016 
・Type of ownership 
(wholly-owned=0,  
joint-venture=1) 
0.114 -0.069 0.099 0.072 
・Gender  
(male=0, female=1) 
0.239* 0.403** 0.339** 0.414*** 
・Position 
(non-managerial=0, 
    managerial=1) 















・‘Interaction with HQ 
executives’approach 
(α=0.714) 
0.126 0.125 0.271* 0.239* 
R2 0.186 0.242 0.171 0.251 
F 3.044* 4.247** 2.742* 4.467** 
***：p<0.001, **：p<0.01, *：p<0.05. 
 
Regarding Hypothesis 5 which tested the relationship between systems integration and 
global career opportunities, the type of business, one of our control variables, was 
correlated with geocentric staffing (Table 8). In respect to independent variables, the 
‛standardization’ approach was positively related to ‛transfer to other affiliates abroad or 
those in China’ at the 0.1 % significance level, whereas there was a positive association 
between the ‛career advancement opportunities’ approach and ‛assigned expatriate status 
or permanent transfer to the HQ in Japan’ as well as ‛temporary transfer to the HQ in 
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Japan’. Our data also revealed that the two factors comprising systems integration have 
positive influences on the aggregated score of global career opportunities or ‘geocentric 
staffing’. These results provide support for Hypothesis 5. 
 
As far as systems integration and global career opportunities are concerned, Japanese 
MNEs have a long way to go as our descriptive statistics indicate. Mr. H (AE, non-mfg.) 
described the differences in HRM between Japanese MNEs and Western MNEs in the 
following manner: 
“Japanese companies pay salary to ‘persons’ whereas Western companies pay to 
‘positions’ or jobs. This leads to huge status difference between AEs and SIEs in 
Japanese MNEs. Moreover, ‘the place of entry’ matters in Japanese companies. 
Global-wide career opportunities are presented to Japanese employees who were 
hired by the headquarters as ‘global players’. By contrast, the career 
opportunities for SIEs are very limited because they are regarded as ‘local 
players’.” 
 
Likewise, Mr. N (SIE, non-mfg.) explained about his situations from the viewpoints of 
SIEs:  
“It is completely impossible for me to be given an AE status or to be transferred 
to the headquarters in Japan: the status difference between parent company and 
subsidiary is too huge to overcome. Japanese companies should present career 
opportunities to high performers equally, regardless of the places of entry. Now 
I am thinking of quitting the job as my career prospects for the future are bleak.” 
 
Ms. O (SIE, non-mfg.) said: 
“I am expected to work the ‘Japanese way’ by AEs. However, there is no 
precedent for giving AE status to SIEs in our company. More than that, there are 
almost no chances of promotion for SIEs. Such situations are very stressful and 
make me frustrated because my efforts and hard working will not be paid off.”  
 
However, some Japanese companies are beginning to innovate their international HRM:  
“We have started the reverse transfer of local staff (including SIEs) to the 
headquarters in Japan. At present, one Japanese SIE manager of a Chinese 
subsidiary works at the headquarters. We are assured that such opportunities are 
needed in order for us to attract and retain capable human resources and develop 




“One capable SIE at a Chinese subsidiary was transferred to the headquarters in 
Japan as a full-time employee. When we heard she was hoping to come back to 
Japan because of her personal reasons, we recommended her to the headquarters. 
High potentials should not be given to our rivals and should be utilized inside 
our own global network” (Mr. P, AE, non-mfg.).   
  
Table 8: Relationship between systems integration and global career opportunities 




transfer to the 




transfer to the 






(c) Transfer to 
other affiliates 















・Type of business 
(mfg.=0, non-mfg.=1) 
0.187 0.003 0.231* 0.212* 
・Type of ownership 
(wholly-owned=0,  
joint-venture=1) 
-0.064 -0.157 0.034 -0.078 
・Gender  
(male=0, female=1) 
-0.192 0.032 0.158 -0.010 
・Position 
(non-managerial=0, 
   managerial=1) 
















0.505*** 0.466*** 0.129 0.510*** 
R2 0.259 0.297 0.361 0.412 
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5. 1. Theoretical implications 
In our review of the relevant literature, we emphasized the importance of organizational 
context or human resource management in addition to individual skill sets of being 
bilingual and bicultural for encouraging SIEs to engage in boundary-spanning roles. We 
developed a new model of antecedents by integrating the theory and findings of prior 
studies and demonstrated the validity of the model based on a survey of Japanese-
affiliated companies in China. We adopted a new approach to the boundary-spanning 
roles of SIEs working for a firm from their country of origin, using both individual and 
organizational perspectives, specifically in the arguably under-studied area of 
international human resource management. We believe that our model will be particularly 
relevant to the Chinese operations of Japanese MNEs, given their challenges in human 
resource management toward both local staff and Japanese assigned expatriates. 
 
SIEs could be valuable resources allowing MNEs to go beyond the AEs/ HCNs dichotomy. 
These home country SIEs’ boundary-spanning function is a vital element of their value to 
the organization. Our research revealed that normative and systems integration of HRM 
were associated both with increasing levels of relationships of trust among the parties 
concerned (social capital) and with global career opportunities for Japanese SIEs 
(geocentric staffing). Social capital and geocentric staffing had positive influences on the 
nurturing of dual allegiance. Moreover, we found that dual allegiance, familiarity with 
local language and culture of SIEs contributed to enhancing their boundary-spanning 
behavior. Thus, we have been able to uncover the individual and organizational 
antecedents to effective performance of the boundary-spanning roles of SIEs from both 
the theoretical and practical points of view. 
 
5. 2. Managerial implications 
The empirical evidence supports our model of determinants of the effective boundary-
spanning roles of SIEs. Our results suggest that, at the least, Japanese companies can do 
much to develop the boundary-spanning roles of SIEs in China. We see no reason to 
suggest that our findings may not be applicable to other MNEs in other host countries. 
Regarding normative integration and the relationship of trust, the ‘HRM cycle’ approach, 
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HRM measures which are integrated with the processes of recruitment, training, 
evaluation, recognition and so on, assist in cultivating social capital between Japanese 
SIEs and Japanese AEs and between the SIEs and local staff. Meanwhile, our data 
confirmed that the ‘interaction with HQ executives’ approach or the opportunities for 
SIEs to meet face-to-face with the headquarters executives might help promote trusting 
relationships with headquarters.  
 
As far as systems integration and global career opportunities (geocentric staffing) are 
concerned, Japanese MNEs have considerable room to standardize their personnel 
systems and introduce human resource management practices for the career advancement 
of Japanese SIEs in order to enhance their boundary-spanning roles. In particular, it is 
noticeable from our descriptive statistics that all the mean scores for global career 
opportunities for Japanese SIEs were below 2.00. This indicates that in these Japanese 
MNEs at least it is hard for locally employed people to get onto the international circuit, 
even when they are Japanese. 
 
Our multiple regression analyses also show that increasing levels of social capital and 
geocentric staffing are associated with a way of thinking and behavior based on a total 
optimization of SIEs (which we believe reflects the global mindset literature), and that 
dual allegiance was positively associated with both of the boundary-spanning functions 
of SIEs, that is to say, being a bridge between Japanese AEs and Chinese staff and being 
a bridge between the Chinese subsidiary and the headquarters in Japan. Conversely, it is 
noteworthy that familiarity with Chinese language and culture are not related to 
boundary-spanning between the local operation and the headquarters, though those have 
positive influences on the bridge between Japanese AEs and host country nationals. Such 
skill sets of SIEs might not necessarily be essential for the bridge with headquarters 
because AEs and headquarters share the same national language and culture.  
 
Our results seem to verify the importance of dual allegiance or global mindsets and the 
potential influence of human resource management for SIEs. As suggested by Briscoe 
and Schuler (2004), those with a dual allegiance at least exhibit the ability to work and 
communicate in multiple cultures as well as to manage global complexity, contradiction, 
and conflict. In other words, for the MNEs to cultivate an organizational capability to deal 
with cultural heterogeneity and strategic complexity or the global integration versus local 
responsiveness quandary, they require boundary-spanning employees having a dual 
allegiance. They could be expected to alleviate the dilemmas or trade-offs between 
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cultural diversity and between strategic duality by acting as the agents of organizational 
‘loose coupling’ (Schotter et al., 2017). 
 
5. 3. Limitations 
Like all research, this has limitations. Our sampling method could have been more 
sophisticated. We have single respondents from the companies which might lead to 
common method bias issues, although the fact that we also conducted a questionnaire 
survey of Japanese SIEs themselves and demonstrated that the scores of their self-
reported Chinese fluency, for example, correspond with those evaluated by the Japanese 
AEs, reduces the likelihood of that. We confirmed this by conducting a Harman’s single-
factor test showing that the first factor explained only 21.0% of total variance. 
Additionally, we adopted item order randomization in the questionnaire, and guaranteed 
anonymity and confidentiality to our respondent companies. The key issue is to get 
answers from knowledgeable people (Huselid and Becker, 2000) and it seems likely that 
for many of the issues relating to the boundaries in the firm and people’s abilities to cross 
them, our respondents, as subsidiary presidents, were best placed to answer. We also 
conducted the semi-structured interview survey of AEs and SIEs of respondent 
companies for triangulation purposes and the interviews tended to ratify the results of our 
questionnaire survey. Nevertheless, we recognize the need to obtain data from Chinese 
employees, particularly Japanese-speaking Chinese employees who also seem to have 
potential as boundary-spanners for Japanese-affiliates in China. Thus we would 
encourage future research to deal with the issues.  
 
The evaluations of Japanese SIEs by AEs do not cover all the SIEs working at their 
companies because they were requested to select ‘a maximum of three’ of them in the 
higher positions where they employed four or more SIEs. It would have been too 
demanding to ask the companies to evaluate all their SIE employees one by one. In 
addition, the survey method is cross-sectional and longitudinal perspectives would 
improve future research. We could have used more, and more detailed control variables 
both for the individuals and the companies. Furthermore, the data is restricted to Japanese 
MNEs in China and this may impact generalizability.  
 
Despite these limitations, the findings seem robust and this research contributes to the 
literature on self-initiated expatriation by exploring the antecedents of the boundary-
spanning behavior of Japanese SIEs in China from both individual skills and 






SIEs could be valuable human resources as boundary-spanners for MNEs because of 
their familiarity with the language and culture of both parent and host countries, and 
clearly the utilization of SIEs is an option that could, at least partially, replace the 
dichotomy of AEs or HCNs. Our empirical survey demonstrated the importance of 
Japanese SIEs’ dual allegiance for their effective boundary-spanning functions. 
Interestingly enough, this research also revealed that being bilingual and bicultural 
alone might not be sufficient for them to play the role of bridge between the 
headquarters in Japan and subsidiaries in China, though the familiarity with Chinese 
language and culture were positively associated with their boundary-spanning function 
between Japanese AEs and Chinese employees. 
 
In that sense, Japanese MNEs are failing to benefit fully from this emerging option of 
using home country SIEs, since all the mean scores of global career opportunities for 
them, which seem to have positive influences on the nurturing of dual allegiance, or 
global mindset, were low. The results might imply the necessity of abolishing an 
unequal ‘psychological contract’ between the Japanese MNEs and their SIEs, for 
example, by presenting broader career opportunities to capable SIEs. Amid what some 
have called the global war for talent (Beechler and Woodward, 2009), understanding the 
organizational context or appropriate human resource management are important in 
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Appendix 1: Factor analysis of practices for normative integration 
Practices Factor 1 Factor 2. h2 
The training program of our corporate philosophy is implemented for 
Japanese self-initiated expatriates.  
0.828 -0.120 0.673 
When hiring Japanese self-initiated expatriates locally, such recruitment 
policy is in place that includes the candidates’ compatibility with our 
corporate philosophy (potentials to accept our corporate philosophy) 
within the hiring criteria.   
0.752 0.057 0.580 
There is a recognition program and in-house events which reflect our 
corporate philosophy. 
0.749 -0.067 0.551 
Such personnel evaluation policy is in place that incorporates the 
embodiment of our corporate philosophy (the way of thinking and 
behavior based on our corporate philosophy) as a criteria to evaluate 
Japanese self-initiated expatriates. 
0.692 0.083 0.502 
The level of infiltration of our corporate philosophy among Japanese self-
initiated expatriates is checked through regular employee satisfaction and 
corporate culture surveys. 
0.494 0.109 0.270 
Japanese self-initiated expatriates are invited to attend meetings or events 
with the executives from the headquarters when they visit China. 
-0.102 0.806 0.637 
Japanese self-initiated expatriates are given opportunities to go on a 
business trip to Japan to get in touch with key persons at the headquarters 
in Japan. 
0.158 0.695 0.538 
Eigenvalue 3.086 1.529  
Contribution (%) 44.1 21.8  





Appendix 2: Factor analysis of practices for systems integration 
Practices Factor 1 Factor 2. h2 
The personnel evaluation system is standardized worldwide. 0.937 0.039 0.887 
The compensation system is standardized worldwide. 0.736 -0.074 0.534 
The grading system such as ability-based grade system or job grade system 
for employees is standardized worldwide. 
0.720 0.057 0.531 
There are programs or systems such as succession planning and/ or talent 
management in place to list competent Japanese SIEs at the headquarters 
in Japan to develop and utilize them as the future candidates for executive 
positions.  
-0.084 0.881 0.767 
The career path is clearly presented for competent Japanese SIEs. 0.029 0.732 0.542 
There is an in-house global job-posting system in place which allows 
Japanese SIEs to apply. 
0.080 0.570 0.342 
Eigenvalue 2.422 1.913  
Contribution (%) 40.4% 31.9%  





Appendix 3: Descriptive statistics (Mean and Standard Deviation) and correlations of variables 
 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
1. Type of business 
(mfg.=0, non-mfg.=1) 
*control variable  
0.51 0.503 ―               












*control variable  
0.62 0.489 -0.104 -0.169 -0.354** ―            
5. Global mindset 3.11 1.090 -0.103 0.033 0.086 0.268* ―           
6. Chinese language 
proficiency 
4.06 1.084 0.044 -0.268* 0.293** -0.038 -0.025 ―          
7. Familiarity with 
Chinese culture 
2.57 1.188 0.223* -0.038 0.386*** -0.051 0.209* 0.329** ―         
8. Bridge between 
AEs and local staff   
3.33 1.248 0.263* 0.110 0.360*** -0.027 0.243* 0.450*** 0.671*** ―        
9. Bridge between  
Chinese subsidiary 
and the headquarters 
3.03 1.370 0.137 0.201 0.333** 0.003 0.548*** 0.071 0.282** 0.423*** ―       
10.. Social capital 3.89 0.696 0.108 -0.066 0.370*** 0.038 0.597*** 0.260* 0.334** 0.422*** 0.560** ―      
11. Geocentric staffing 1.72 0.653 0.123 -0.081 0.131 0.109 0.210* 0.065 0.275** 0.356** 0.159 0.026 ―     
12. ‘HRM cycle’ approach 
*factor 1 for normative 
 Integration 
3.16 0.834 -0.121 -0.129 0.058 0.105 0.206 0.112 0.165 0.232* 0.029 0.150 0.246* ―    
13. ‘Interaction with 
HQ executives’ approach 
*factor 2 for normative 
 integration 
3.32 0.944 -0.185 -0.329** -0/078 0.345** 0.262* 0.013 0.169 0.168 0.185 0.168 0.276** 0.035 ―   
14.‘Standardization’ approach 
*factor 1 for systems 
integration 
1.51 0.721 0.018 0.088 -0.197 0.267* 0.310** 0.038 -0.182 0.034 0.107 0.145 0.266* 0.109 0.092 ―  
15. ‘Career advancement 
opportunities’ approach 
*factor 2 for systems  
integration 
2.11 0.860 -0.040 -0.226* 0.381*** -0.113 0.173 0.363** 0.539** 0.526*** 0.258* 0.172 0.493*** 0.214* 0.258* -0.148 ― 








i In multiple regression analyses, we eliminated four cases having a missing value.  
                                                 
